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Article 4

FAITH, UNDERSTANDING, AND ACTION

Originally read as part of a presentation including the St. Olaf Cantorei and Paul Manz, organist
Paul J. Dovre

uncertainties as well. But there was a song in their hearts,
a song of faith and hope. Founder B.J. Muus provided the
lyrics, "May the triune God in whose name this cornerstone
is laid, be the foundation of this school to all eternity."

FAITH

It is the celebration of the one-hundred and twenty-fifth
anniversary of the founding of Saint Olaf College which
provides the context for this concert and the conference
which will follow beginning tomorrow.

Tonight and tomorrow and all the tomorrows to come, it is
our tum to face the west wind and find our song. The west
wind favors us in many ways--favors us with prosperity
and friends and reputation beyond what Muus and his
fellow founders would have ever imagined. And likewise
the west wind carries challenge as the prosperity of the day
does not extend to all whom we have been called to serve;
the pragmatic paradigm of the day calls into question our
commitment to matters of the spirit, and the morality of the
day challenges our call to love the neighbor, to be
reconciled with the enemy, and to care for the homeless.

So in this setting of contemporary music, full of energy,
emotion, and precision--let me draw you back to the words
and music of an earlier time, the mid- l 800's, in a story told
by the late Lutheran educator and theologian T.F.
Gullixson. It is the story of an immigrant woman leaving
Wisconsin with husband and family for the western
frontier. The first day out with team and wagon they
crossed the Mississippi River and made evening camp on
the Minnesota side. Sitting by the campfire, Gullixson
wrote, "her gaze did not waver while night came swiftly
on. She held the contour of the eastward bluffs, for they
were symbolic of all that had been" of former homes in
Norway and Wisconsin, homes with the certainty of
family, pastor, church, school, physician, and neighbor.
And "sleep would not come; she must look out; she must
look east." Finally sleep came and soon after the dawn, the
haze lifted off the river. "Soon the eastward bluffs" stood
clearly in view again, but now her back was toward the
east--she was looking west and awaited only the road
ahead. In her heart was the song "Where God Doth Lead
Me I Will Go." The west wind carried promise--new land,
new opportunity, new friends...and it also carried
uncertainty. There would be no home, no school, no
pastor, no doctor. But there was a song in her heart and so
she turned her face to the west wind.

But we press on in the face of the west wind, for like the
pioneer woman at the river's edge, we sing a song of faith.
Tonight that text is supplied by a 13 1h century monk
Venatius Honorius Fortunatas and the music by John
Ferguson:
Faithful cross, true sign of triumph,
Be for all the noblest tree;
None in foliage, none in blossom,
None in fruit your equal be;
Symbol of the world's redemption,
For your burden makes us free.
Yes, and with Paul Manz we will "rise and shine," for
Christ has entered and in Him, we are centered--so we too
tum our face to the west wind.

Not many years later five immigrants would gather at the
parsonage in Holden: B.J. Muus the pastor, Harold Thorson
the business man, and O.K. Finseth, K.P. Haugen, and 0.0.
Osmondson--all area farmers. They turned their faces to
the west wind as they laid plans to begin a school amidst
uncertainty about funds, facilities, and faculty. And, born
amidst churchly disagreement, there were ecclesiastical

UNDERSTANDING

From the beginning Christians have sought to demonstrate
the place of education in the life of the believer. Jesus set
the example and his disciples followed his lead. Perhaps
the best-known axiom on the subject was rendered by the
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11th century monk and bishop St. Anselm when he said,
"Faith seeks understanding." The founders of the Lutheran
church, Martin and Phillip, were educators before they
were reformers, they simply could not imagine a church
without literacy and understanding. And so, when the
pioneers who established St. Olaf went about their
founding work, it might be described as a congenital
condition. And the composers of your college song had it
just right when they described St. Olaf as "founded in faith
to render light."
And we might add that, then as now, the college was to
render light about both faith and life, for God gave us the
gift of curiosity--curiosity about God and creation. Who is
this God who expected of us so much, who despaired over
us so much and who, ultimately, loved us so much? And
we seek light about questions of life, of the earthly
kingdom, which is to say questions of vocation. How then
shall we live? We believe, confessionally and therefore
congenitally again, that all of these things--faith and life,
the heavenly and the earthly kingdoms--all of these things
hold together.
With such gifts, such commitments, we face the west
winds which often produce whirlwinds of conflict over
truth and proof, over science and faith, over art and life,
over impulse and virtue. While scientific determinism is
under siege, pragmatism still has an inordinate power in
shaping the agenda of the church, the academy and the
culture. And post-modernism has created its own cyclone
of confusion.
The challenge of the west wind for St. Olaf college is to
live out a conviction expressed in the words of the late
Harold H. Ditmanson who wrote "The Christian faith has
a universal relevance to every aspect of human life. It is
interested in science, history, literature, psychology, art,
and politics. It has something to say about all of them,
though it does not claim a technical authority within these
spheres. It is concerned with every aspect of human
relationship, personal and public. It is concerned above all
· with the interior life of each individual, the deepest level of
one's being." These are words of understanding which
follow naturally for those who believe that "God was in
Christ reconciling the world to Himself."

And a further challenge of the west wind is to do all of this
well. Piety is no excuse for incompetence. The founders
of St. Olaf and their progeny understood that. Muus put it
this way, "I emphasized when I worked for the school that
Christianty is honest. It avoids all humbug." And when
Lars Boe started building the great faculty of the '30's and
'40's, he knew what quality required. So did his protege
E.O. Ellingsen when he built a chemistry department that
would rank· among the top 25 in the nation in the
production of chemistry majors. John Berntsen embodied
the standard in his care for the grounds and facilities and
historian Agnes Larson gave voice to the prerequisite of
academic excellence when she said, "The only thing that
can possibly make St. Olaf what it should be is an able
faculty." And when F. Melius Christiansen was asked how
the choir produced such fine music, he replied, "We work!
And again we work."
And, make no mistake, it wasn't easy. Lars Boe, in a
beleaguered moment, said, "Just why the Lord has given us
such large opportunities and so little money I cannot
understand. I will be very interested in finding out in the
hereafter."
In the face of the west wind, our quest for understanding is
an expression of vocation, occasioned by faith. In the
composition of John Rutter the musicians voice our
petition, "Open my eyes and I shall see! Incline my heart
and I shall desire: order my steps and I shall walk in the
ways of Thy commandments." And in our antiphon, with
Brokering we celebrate the vocation of this Lutheran
college: "Earth and stars, classrooms and labs, loud
sounding wisdom--sing to the Lord a New Song."
ACTION

Consistent with the fortissimo which we have just
expressed, it may be observed that as creatures of the
Midwest, this college and most of us have always been
interested in where the action is. The woman at the river's
edge a century and a half ago, the founders in the Holden
parsonage, the early faculty and their students too--the west
wind stirred them to action. "Fram, Fram, Christmenn,
Crossmenn", "Forward, Forward, Men (People) of Christ,
Men (People) of (the) Cross." As Lars Boe put it, "St Olaf
is not a college; it's a crusade." Faith was the motive,
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understanding was the modus, and action was the
consequence. And not just action anywhere--action in
church and culture, in the professions and in politics, in
commerce and community. For faith, we know, is not a
hothouse enterprise. Christ began by freeing people from
their oppression, then taught them through parable and
dialectic, and subsequently challenged them to take up
their beds, to sell their goods, to care for the poor, to
preach to the nations... to save the world!
The founders who established the college exemplified this
formula. In the face of their west wind, many had dealt
with the issue of slavery in church debates and political
campaigns. In addition to building a school in Northfield,
they built fine communities throughout the region. They
were stalwarts in the political, cultural, and religious life of
the day. The made some action calls with which we and
they might disagree in hindsight, but they did not shrink
from their calling and it was noble work.
And in our time the west wind calls us to action. Still
twenty percent of the children in this country live in
poverty, still in this new century the United States leads the
nations of the world in homicides among children, still in
some nations of this world homicidal violence toward
women is condoned, still in this century religious wars rage
on, still in this century a whole generation of one continent
is being decimated by AIDS. And in closer places, still
practices of civility are in short supply, virtue is defined
individually, the environment is a tertiary issue and the
gluttony of our consumption surpasses understanding.
And in the face of these ill winds, where is the faith?
Where is the hope? Where is the action? It is the faith of
things which are secure but unseen. It is the hope of the
resurrection come alive in us. It is the action of redeemed
people called to a new life. So, in the text of Ralph
Vaughan Williams we bid God:

Come, my Joy, my Love, my Heart:
Such a Joy, as none can move:
Such a Love, as none can part:
Such a Heart, as joys in love."
And after the crescendo of Vaughan Williams comes the
reality of John Tavener, reminding us that we live under
the sign of Adam, where our best action and intention may
be subverted, where death and despair are partners in
dialectic with life and hope. So in many respects, the text
and music of Tavener are a dirge. This music, written on
the occasion of the death of a 16-year-old girl to cancer,
brings us face to face with the realities of a relentless and
biting west wind. But then, at last, at the open grave, God
bids us, "Come and enjoy the crown I have prepared for
you," and the dialectic is reconciled in both text and
harmony. "Where, 0 death, is your victory? Where, 0
death, is your sting?"
So in the new millenium as in the old, all in this company
are called--one by nne and two by two--to be wise as
serpents and gentle as doves.
Called to teach and heal and help.
Called to invent and encourage and endure.
Called to pray and proclaim and praise.
Called to mediate and meditate and multiply.
Called to renew, to restore, to reconcile.
In the face of the west wind we stand with Muus and
Thorson, with the farmers Finseth, Haugen, and
Osmondson, and with their considerable progeny. We sing
diffemt music in these days, but we are stirred by the same
song of faith. So Fram, Fram, Christmenn, Crossmenn!
Forward, Forward, People of Christ, People of the Cross!

Paul J. Dovre is the former president of Concordia College.
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